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Indiana University Bloomington
Part V of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, titled “What the Thunder Said,” 
contains what Eliot himself, in a much-quoted letter to Ford Madox Ford, 
identified as his favorite part of the poem, “the water-dripping song.”1 
The designation is misleading in several ways. Most obviously, in this 
exceedingly dry passage there is no water that might be allowed to drip. 
But perhaps even more confusing — at least to anyone with even faintly 
developed ornithological interests — is the fact that Eliot’s celebrated 
water-dripping song is attributed to the hermit thrush, a bird that, accord-
ing to the experts, does not at all sound like dripping water. Indeed, there 
are no descriptions in the vast literature on this North American species 
that make that claim. 
Poets do enjoy, of course, the liberty to say what they wish. But Eliot, 
as a young man, was a keen bird-watcher, able to distinguish as many 
as seventy different species of birds in Massachusetts (Gordon 8). Trac-
es of these early ornithological interests can be found in the ecstatic, 
breathless catalog of birds offered in Eliot’s “Cape Ann” (1935), with 
its invitation to “hear the song-sparrow / Swamp-sparrow, fox-sparrow, 
vesper-sparrow / At dawn and dusk.” Only a lover of birds could have 
asked his readers to “Follow the dance / Of the goldfinch at noon” or to 
“Greet / In silence the bullbat” (1969: 142). Eliot knew his birds, in other 
words; at times, he even was a bird, albeit a flightless one: three of his 
reviews published in 1918 he signed as “T. S. Apteryx,” a reference to 
the genus name of the New Zealand Kiwi bird — appropriately, a shy, 
wary species (Apteryx, March, April, and May 1918). 
Why, then, would bird-savvy Eliot represent such an iconic American 
bird as the hermit thrush — a species often considered as the New World 
answer to the European nightingale2 — in a way that most bird-watchers 
would at least find debatable? This essay is a fresh attempt to sort through 
this puzzle, hoping to shed new light on this “much-uncrumpled” poem 
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1 T. S. Eliot to Ford Madox Ford, 4 October 1923 (2011 II: 240).
2 See Pearson III: 234. 
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(a phrase I am borrowing from Wallace Stevens).3 I am aware that a va-
riety of sources have been suggested for Eliot’s dripping water,4 but in 
this essay I will concern myself only with the ornithological genealogy 
of this passage. 
***
As a reminder, this is how Eliot’s “water-dripping song” begins:
Here is no water but only rock
Rock and no water and the sandy road
The road winding above among the mountains
Which are mountains of rock without water
If there were water we should stop and drink
Amongst the rock one cannot stop or think
Sweat is dry and feet are in the sand
If there were only water amongst the rock
Dead mountain mouth of carious teeth that cannot spit
Here one can neither stand nor lie nor sit
There is not even silence in the mountains
But dry sterile thunder without rain
There is not even solitude in the mountains
But red sullen faces sneer and snarl
From doors of mudcracked houses (ll. 331–45; 1969: 72)
The sense of dryness conveyed in this passage is overwhelming. There 
is thunder, but it is “without rain”; the speaker’s “sweat is dry”; and the 
mountain has a “mouth” but “cannot spit.” The surreal quality of the arid 
scene is captured by the repetitions of words (“water”; “rock”; “dry”; 
“sandy/sand”; “mountain/mountains”) and of sounds (“ɔː”; “æ”; “ɑɪ”; 
“ɒ”; “ɑʊ”). The image of parched, sneering faces staring from houses so 
dry that their walls are cracked emerges logically from the description of 
this desert landscape, briefly turning what seems like individual depriva-
tion into a collective experience. The bone-picking sea of the previous 
section (“IV. Death by Water”) has yielded to its seeming opposite, a 
God-forsaken desert, though the description has a similar result: instead 
of drowning, we now have death by dehydration in a desert setting. 
The two most often repeated words in the passage I have just quoted 
(“rock,” “water”) trigger a new paragraph that recreates, in the most in-
3 From Stevens’s 1918 “Le Monocle de Mon Oncle” (Stevens 40).
4 K. Narayana Chandran, for example, finds Eliot recalling the “leaking cistern” in “Noc-
turn,” a poem from the “Hospital” series by William Ernest Henley. 
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tense terms possible, the feeling of thirst that has seized the speaker. This 
new passage, visually distinct from the preceding one if only because of 
its shorter lines, begins with a sudden, radical indentation, much like the 
“dropped lines” in a Shakespeare play where one speaker finishes off the 
line that another speaker has begun.5 Since there is no space separating 
the two paragraphs, the transition is jarring6 and leads to a further in-
crease in urgency. However, there is no Moses here who can strike water 
from the rock as in Exodus 17:
  If there were water
And no rock
If there were rock
And also water
A spring
And water
A pool among the rock
If there were the sound of water only
Not the cicada
And dry grass singing
But sound of water over a rock
Where the hermit-thrush sings in the pine trees
Drip drop drip drop drop drop drop
But there is no water (ll. 346–58; italics added)
Note how what is at the beginning of a mostly visual fantasy (water glis-
tening on the rock) turns into an imagined auditory experience: the sound 
of water, rather than the sight of it. The passage trickles out, one is tempt-
ed to say, in a series of sonic impressions, an inarticulate plea for the 
release from suffering that the poem refuses to provide. But as sight turns 
into sound, we also remember, painfully, that there was never any water 
to begin with, no water to be seen or to be heard, though the language 
of the poem might have temporarily tricked us into thinking that. The 
“pool” the speaker originally imagined becomes a dribble, but only until 
that too is identified as a hallucinatory experience: “there is no water.” 
It is clear that the speaker struggles to characterize the sound that he 
wants to hear but ultimately cannot hear: it is not a cicada singing, and it 
is not the dry grass soughing in the wind (two impressions that briefly in-
vite us to imagine a prairie landscape in summer). The image is rejected 
5 I owe this observation to Frank Kearful, whose suggestions have been invaluable as I 
was writing this essay. 
6 Note, by contrast, the space left before l. 423, the beginning of the poem’s grand finale: 
“I sat upon the shore.” 
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even as it is introduced — rejected in favor of a woodlands environment, 
like the one young Eliot would have experienced during his summer va-
cations in the East, when he would have listened to birds such as the her-
mit thrush. The verbal cue “hermit” individualizes the experience again, 
returning us, if only intermittently, to the dry, sandy world of Eliot’s early 
poem “The Death of Saint Narcissus” (1915), the tale of a martyr in the 
desert eager for the sight of his own blood, embracing pain as a sign of 
his worthiness in the eyes of God: “He danced on the hot sand / Until 
the arrows came” (1969: 606). Eliot’s self-sacrificing dancer in the sand 
shows up in other sections of The Waste Land, notably in “The Burial of 
the Dead.” His reappearance in “What the Thunder Said” contributes to 
“the surreal, hallucinatory” quality of the world that Eliot creates in this 
part of his poem, a world in which, according to Franklin Burroughs, the 
bird’s song “floats incongruously up from some long-lost pristine world 
into the middle of a feverish, phantasmagoric delirium” (535).
***
The hermit thrush is not the only bird featured in The Waste Land. Per-
haps even more familiar than the American bird’s alleged water-dripping 
is the “Jug Jug” attributed to the hermit thrush’s closest European match, 
the nightingale (Luscinia megarhynchos). One bird cannot be examined 
without the other. That said, the nightingale singing in the desert in sec-
tion II of The Waste Land, “A Game of Chess” (l. 103) is less a real than a 
mythical bird.7 Ovid’s Philomela, ravished by her brother-in-law, robbed 
of her power to express herself through language, and finally transformed 
into a bird, is the guardian spirit presiding over the dispiritingly joyless 
scenes of frustrated sexual activity that Eliot evokes in this section, con-
juring for his readers a hysterical woman with fiery hair demanding that 
her indifferent husband pay attention to her; an alley where men lose 
“their bones”; and a soldier’s wife grown prematurely old or “antique” 
because of the pills she has taken to “bring off” an unwanted pregnancy. 
In these passages filled with sexual innuendo, the nightingale’s “Jug Jug” 
sounds like music to “dirty ears,” as does, of course, the “Twit twit twit 
/ Jug jug jug jug jug jug” in ll. 203–204 of “The Fire Sermon” (part III), 
where the ambiguous nightingale sings again, foreshadowing the listless 
sexual encounter between a secretary or “typist” and an unappealing, 
“carbuncular” young man. While nightingales, in literary tradition, have 
7 For an overview of birds in The Waste Land, see Coote 77–78.
235Listening to eLiot’s thrush
sometimes been said to “jug,” the repetition of the mere word insinu-
ates an obscene meaning, underscored by its phonetic similarity to slang 
phrases such as “jig-a-jig” (for sexual intercourse).8 With her cries of 
“jug jug,” Eliot’s Philomela is not a producer of art or poetry (in Ovid, 
she weaves the story of her violation onto a piece of fabric) but an appall-
ingly inarticulate commentator on dismal sexual encounters. 
Fittingly, “jug jug jug jug jug jug” must have come to Eliot not as 
a result of his own ornithological experiences but through a passage in 
a play by the Elizabethan writer John Lyly, Alexander and Campaspe 
(1584). In Lyly’s play, Sylvius brings his three sons to be educated by the 
philosopher Diogenes. So that Diogenes will properly appreciate his fu-
ture students, Sylvius has them perform some tricks for the philosopher. 
The first son dances, and the second displays his acrobatic skills. Now 
the third one, Tryco, according to his father, sings like a nightingale. 
Diogenes is not impressed: “I care not, for I have a nightingale sing her-
self.” Why listen to the imitator when you can enjoy the real thing? In his 
song — a “prick song,” as he bawdily insinuates9 — Tryco moves from 
the nightingale (“Jug jug jug jug, Tereu, she cries”) to the lark and to the 
robin until he finally has the cuckoo invoke the beginning of spring. Syl-
vius is triumphant: “Lo Diogenes, I am sure thou canst not do so much.” 
Diogenes is unmoved. He never said he could, anyway. His only point 
was that nothing but nature could: “there is never a thrush but can.”10 
Eliot, to be sure, does not quote any of these lines in The Waste Land, 
although commentators agree that he was thinking of Lyly when he 
8 Many commentators on Eliot’s poem take for granted that “Jug Jug” is a “crude refer-
ence” to sexual intercourse. The phrase itself is identified alternately as “slang” or as an 
Elizabethan pun, but no one offers any relevant sources. See, for example, Coote 77; Lut-
wack 191; Rainey 95; Hadar 44. The Oxford English Dictionary does not document any 
such meaning, though it does note that Elizabethans used “Jug” as a substitute for the female 
name “Joan” and as a disparaging reference to a mistress or even prostitute (as in “a sixpenny 
jug”). “To jug” does assume a sexual meaning in American slang, but not before 1965 when 
the phrase appears in Claude Brown’s Manchild in the Promised Land. “Jig-a-jig” as a verb, 
however, goes back to 1840; the noun arises in the 1890s. See the relevant entries in Dalzell 
and Victor II: 1124. None of this is intended to assert that Eliot had not intended a sexual 
meaning for “jug jug.” My point is that he created it, rather than borrowing from an already 
established tradition. Thanks to Lena Orlin, Georgetown University, and my colleague at 
Indiana University, Michael Adams, for their help with Eliot’s verbal play. 
9 A “prick song” is the descant (or “pricked down”) version of a tune. 
10 John Lyly, Alexander and Campaspe V.i (Lyly 116–17). For a helpful commentary on 
that passage, see Karlin 76–77. 
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wrote “A Game of Chess.”11 It would seem reasonable to assume that 
Diogenes’s quip about the thrush-that-can was on his mind as he was 
conjuring the thrush in “What the Thunder Said” — that it was, in other 
words, part of the elaborate game of meanings, subtexts, and allusions 
that exists in full nowhere but in the poet’s own mind, a mind so capa-
cious that the notes can give us only an inkling of the range of references 
it commands. 
Of course, Eliot has Americanized Diogenes’s thrush, claiming that 
he once heard it himself. In his “Notes on The Waste Land,” he writes of 
V, 356–58 that “Drip drip drip drop drop drop drop” is the song of “Tur-
dus aonalaschkae pallasii, the hermit thrush which I have heard in Que-
bec Province.” We know that Eliot’s uncle, Christopher Rhodes Eliot, 
had bought land on the shore of Lake Memphremagog in Quebec, where 
the family would spend the nights roughing it, “under canvas.”12 Eliot’s 
note is asking us to imagine young Tom during one of these family va-
cations, sitting somewhere outside and listening to Canadian birdsong 
as he is clutching Chapman’s Handbook of the Birds of Eastern North 
America,13 where he would have read that the hermit thrush “is most at 
home in secluded woodland and thickety retreats” and that “its notes 
are not remarkable for variety or volume, but in purity and sweetness of 
tone and exquisite modulation they are unequalled.” Almost twenty years 
later, Chapman’s compendium was again by his side, though the song of 
the hermit thrush was now a remembered one, no longer a real experi-
ence. “Chapman’s Birds” was the only scientific title in the two boxes of 
books Eliot’s mother sent across the ocean in August 1920 — a sure sign 
of how important that book had remained to him (2011 I: 486–87). 
***
Frank Michler Chapman (1864–1945) was a member of the staff of the 
American Museum of Natural History and the author of many field guides 
11 Almost any guide to Eliot’s Waste Land — from Williamson (140) through Southam 
(159) to Rainey (94) — documents Eliot’s indebtedness to Lyly’s Alexander and Campaspe. 
See also Donoghue 127. 
12 See Valerie Eliot’s note on T. S. Eliot’s early letter to Charlotte Eliot Smith, August 
[1904] (Eliot 2011 I: 2).
13 Eliot’s personal copy, the 6th edition of Chapman’s Handbook, is now at King’s Col-
lege, Cambridge. It contains a later inscription in Eliot’s hand: “A much coveted birthday 
present on my 14th birthday. T. S. Eliot. 18 June 1928.” Information provided by Jim McCue, 
personal communication, 12 January 2013.
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as well as the inventor of the annual Christmas Bird Count. His name in 
1922 would still have signified the pinnacle of ornithological expertise. 
Eliot does not mention that the note he was quoting had not actually been 
written by Chapman himself but by one of his many observer-helpers, 
Eugene P. Bicknell (Chapman 1901: 400). But that would have been 
hardly relevant. The sweetness of the hermit thrush had become a com-
monplace in American ornithological writing ever since Thomas Nuttall 
contradicted Alexander Wilson’s impression that this bird was “mute” 
(Burtt and Davis 155; Nuttall 394n.). Today we know that a complex 
syrinx or voice box allows the hermit thrush to produce two notes at the 
same time and have them harmonize with each other — to haunting, 
unforgettable effect. Not surprisingly, countless ornithological observers 
have competed in finding analogies for the beauty of the bird’s music. 
But Eliot’s note goes further than the by then stereotypical description 
reiterated by Chapman (or, for that matter, Bicknell). “Its ‘water-dripping 
song,’” he observes, without revealing whom he is quoting, “is justly 
celebrated” (1969: 79). 
That last sentence has left more ornithologically-minded readers 
scratching their heads. Celebrated by whom and where? Would not Eliot, 
who claimed to have been such an eager bird-watcher as a boy and to 
have been intimately familiar with “most of the resident and migratory 
birds of New England” (Eliot 1960: 217), have known that nowhere in 
ornithological writing — and certainly not in Chapman — is the song of 
the hermit thrush compared to dripping water? The adverb “justly,” ac-
cording to the OED, means “with good reason or truth.” But what is the 
truth on which Eliot’s statement is based? 
Here is testimony from someone who went camping in roughly the 
same place, perhaps even around the same time as young Eliot did, when 
he heard Eliot’s allegedly water-dripping bird. In 1902, while roughing 
it on the shores of Lake Memphremagog, Theodore Clark Smith, who 
would a year later assume a professorship of history at Smith College, 
heard a hermit thrush sing. He took out his notebook and recorded his im-
pressions, transcribing snippets of song into standard musical notation. 
Smith recorded several separate but similar musical phrases or gestures, 
each of which consists of an arpeggiated figure followed (immediately) 
by a scalar figure, fitting into a conventional major scale. Nothing drips 
here, and nothing drops (Fig. 1). 
Smith shared the results of his bird-listening in a short article pub-
lished in the The Ohio Naturalist, noting that in the area around his tent 
the hermit thrush had been the “most conspicuous singer.” Its song regu-
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larly alternated low with high phrases, in a fashion that reminded Smith 
of the “orchestral handling of a theme by a musical composer.” More 
than any other species, that bird was a performer. Smith also noted the 
metallic “carrying power” of the bird’s voice, almost “too loud for com-
fort,” as well as the more agreeable “silvery tinkle” with which its song 
finally petered out into silence. Smith made it clear that it would have 
been impossible to mistake the bird for any other species. 
Apparently, the hermit thrush of Lake Memphremagog left as deep an 
impression on Mr. Smith as it did on young Eliot. Smith recreated his Ca-
nadian experience a year later in yet another article, this time in a more 
prominent place, the Atlantic Monthly. “Song-Forms of the Thrush” is an 
account of a competition of sorts that Mr. Smith said he witnessed be-
tween the wood thrush and the hermit thrush: “On one memorable occa-
sion fine singers of both species . . . sang in full voice not over fifty yards 
apart; and while I drank in the sounds, it seemed to me that the superior 
beauty of the wood thrush’s best tones was undeniable.” But then the 
hermit thrush’s song broke free: “His long opening note in each phrase 
swelled gradually, the first group of rapid notes came louder, like a spar-
kling shower, and the next one diminished, fading away into a silvery 
whisper.” Note the prominent role liquidity plays in Smith’s description 
— the observer drinks in the music, which comes to him in the form of a 
“sparkling shower” — definitely not in drips and drops. Smith takes care 
Fig. 1: Theodore Clark Smith, “Song-Forms of the Thrush.” The Atlantic Monthly 
93 (June 1904): 777–86.
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to point out that the hermit thrush does not repeat phrases at almost the 
same pitch — no “drip drop drip drop,” then (786). 
Other observers agreed with Smith, although they were less reluctant 
to attach symbolic significance to what they heard. The popular Ameri-
can nature writer Mabel Osgood Wright, in her wildly successful hand-
book Birdcraft, first published in 1896 and lavishly illustrated by the 
ornithological artist Louis Agassiz Fuertes, cites John Burroughs’s tran-
scription of the hermit thrush’s song (“O spheral, spheral! Oh holy, holy! 
O clear away, clear away! O clear up, clear up!”) and then offers her own 
prose paraphrase of the experience. Standing in her room at six in the 
morning, hearing an unusual note, she gently opened her window and, 
peering through her binoculars, listened as if in a trance: “the wonderful 
melody ascended gradually in the scale as it progressed, now trilling, 
now legato, the most perfect, exalted, unrestrained, yet withal, finished 
bird song that I ever heard.” And though Wright, who was the first presi-
dent of the Audubon Society of the state of Connecticut, had likely never 
heard a nightingale herself, she felt comfortable in attempting a compari-
son: “while the Nightingales sing in numbers in the moonlit groves, the 
Hermit tunes his lute sometimes in inaccessible solitudes, and there is 
something immaterial and immortal about the song” (62–64). 
Wright’s illustrator Fuertes also included the hermit thrush in a port-
folio of illustrations for Frank Chapman’s article “The Economic Value 
of Birds to the State,” published in 1902 the Seventh Report of the For-
est, Fish and Game Commission of the State of New York (Fig. 2). The 
hermit-thrush had earned its place in Chapman’s report because of its 
diet (84% insects, 4% spiders, 12% thousand-leggers; Chapman 1902: 
172). Fuertes’s representation of that inconspicuous, light brown thrush, 
poised on a ground strewn with pine needles, reminds us what an impos-
sible burden that little bird has been made to bear in these and similar 
accounts — accounts written not only by self-identified bird enthusiasts. 
Take the poet and editor Max Eastman, who, in his Enjoyment of Po-
etry (1913), also paid tribute to the thrush after insisting, perhaps not 
quite originally, that birdsong and poetry were fundamentally alike. 
Birds were, said Eastman, “the first minstrels,” and their popular names 
or “meadow names,” from Ruby-Throat to Vesper Sparrow, served as a 
reflection of the music they bring us. Eastman went on to point out, with 
some degree of excitement, that the swamp-angel (a “meadow name” 
for the hermit thrush) stirs in “man’s heaviest breast vague hopes of an 
eternal spring.” For Eastman, the hermit thrush was the epitome of the 
“poetry of the people,” and its singular music belonged to all who listen 
to it (1913: 37–38). 
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In 1921, when Eliot was mulling over The Waste Land manuscript, 
American composer Amy Beach listened with delight to a hermit thrush 
intoning “hymns of rapture”14 outside her window at the McDowell colo-
ny in New Hampshire and was so entranced that she produced two piano 
pieces, “A Hermit Thrush at Eve” and “A Hermit Thrush at Morn” (opus 
92), both steeped in the romantic tradition of celebrating the unparal-
leled beauty of the bird’s song. Beach was proud to report that when she 
“played back” her transcription to her thrush, “he would answer” (Von 
Glahn 42–43).
Fig. 2: Louis Agassiz Fuertes, Upper Figure, Wood Thrush–Lower Figure: Hermit 
Thrush. About 2/3 Natural Size. Chromolithograph. From Seventh Report 
of the Forest, Fish and Game Commission. 1902. Author’s collection.
14 A phrase she took from the poem “The Thrush’s Nest” by John Clare.
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Such unrestrained paeans to the uniqueness of the hermit thrush’s 
song continue until well after the publication of The Waste Land. For 
example, Ralph Hoffman, in Birds of the Pacific States (1927), was pow-
erfully reminded of sacred chants when he encountered migratory hermit 
thrushes on the West Coast: “There is no other song with which anyone 
with a good ear will confuse it. . . . None of the other fine performers 
among the mountain birds, the Fox Sparrow, the Green-backed Towhee 
or the Solitaire, has the same spiritual quality of tone, or gives the effect 
of religious ecstasy” (256).15 
***
Encountering such descriptions after experiencing the complicated sound 
play in the “water-dripping song,” one hesitates to say that Eliot did not 
have a good ear. Did he simply make a mistake? For critic Franklin Bur-
roughs, there is one logical solution to the dilemma. Evoking the “mad-
dening and mocking tick-tock of ‘Drip drop drip drop drop drop drop,’” 
Eliot was repeating someone else’s mistake: “someone, somewhere, and 
for some reason not obvious to me had characterized it as the ‘water-
dripping song’” (535). Now someone somewhere had in fact thought of 
dripping water in connection with a bird. Unfortunately, that bird was not 
a hermit thrush. The image appears in naturalist-painter Ernest Thomp-
son’s “The Springfield Fox,” from his bestselling Wild Animals I Have 
Known (1898), a story about a boy who comes to visit his uncle and falls 
in love with an old fox: “As I waited in the black woods I heard a sweet 
sound of dripping water: ‘Tink tank, tenk tink, Ta tink tank tenk tonk.’ 
. . . It was the ‘water-dripping’ song of the saw-whet owl.” Interestingly, 
the boy — much like Eliot’s speaker — feels hot, and the bird’s song also 
deceives him into believing that there might be water close by (132–33). 
Wild Animals I Have Known, first published when Eliot was ten, was 
enormously popular, but as Jim McCue, co-editor of a new edition of 
Eliot’s poems, who unearthed the reference, concedes, Eliot’s reading of 
“The Springfield Fox” remains “a possibility only in a world of specula-
tion.” Eliot never mentions Seton anywhere, and so this parallel remains 
just that — a possibility, a discovery made possible courtesy of Google 
Books.16
15 Thanks to Lee Sterrenburg of the Sassafras Audubon Society for sharing this passage 
and further taxonomical information regarding the hermit thrush.
16 Jim McCue, personal communication, 11 June 2012. 
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The fact remains that it seems virtually impossible for Eliot, given 
his ornithological interests, not to have known that the hermit thrush’s 
song, unlike that of Seton’s owl, does not sound like dripping water. Just 
recently, after I had finished a draft of the present essay, I came across an-
other possible suggestion as to how the “water-dripping” dilemma could 
be resolved. Despite Eliot’s assertion that the thrush was “sing[ing] in the 
pine trees,” he was really, argues Al Benthall, referring to the call of the 
thrush. If bird songs are intended to stimulate sexual behavior, bird calls 
(which are usually less musical and acoustically complex) serve the pur-
poses of daily housekeeping: they are meant to inform, warn, or intimi-
date other birds. In the case of the Wood Thrush, for example, the call is 
a simple pit pit, a sound Chapman compares to pebbles grating against 
each other, which does, according to Benthall, indeed sound more like 
dripping water. For him, the unmusical “drip drop,” understood as the 
thrush’s call, prepares us for the sonic impact of the thunder’s “DA DA” 
later in the section. This is an attractive reading, not the least because 
it reminds us how Eliot throughout The Waste Land, from “Jug Jug” 
to “Drip Drop” to “DA DA,” operates at the limits of language, resort-
ing to noise rather than expressive images. But considered as a whole, 
Benthall’s theory requires too many imaginative leaps — pebbles are not 
drops of water, after all, and a wood thrush is not a hermit thrush, and 
the latter’s call, according to Chapman’s Handbook, is a low chuck rather 
than a pit pit. As a birder-friend of mine described the hermit’s call to 
me: “it does not sound to you, nor to me, nor to anybody else I know like 
dripping water. It is a resonant and rather clipped chuck with some delay 
between the notes, even when the bird is agitated.”17
***
In 1931, the American critic Max Eastman — the same Eastman who 
invoked the demotic qualities of the hermit thrush — published a book in 
which he took the modernists to task for being “unscientific,” which for 
Eastman (himself a relentlessly accessible poet) was just another way of 
saying that they were willfully obscure and that they had ceased to speak 
“the truth.” For Eastman, adding to the complexity of our existence by 
offering poetry that is not or does not want to be understood was entirely 
unnecessary: “Life itself as I try to live it is puzzle enough, and there 
17 Lee Sterrenburg, personal communication, 12 August 2013.
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is no dearth of riddles even when the talk is clear” (1931: 72). A key 
moment in The Literary Mind: Its Place in an Age of Science recreates 
a conversation Eastman had with James Joyce, in which the author of 
Anna Livia Plurabelle attempted to justify his writing by explaining what 
he expects from his audience: “The demand that I make of my reader 
is that he should devote his whole life to reading my works” (100). An 
amused Eastman imagines the ideal Joyce reader staying up “fourteen 
nights in succession with seventeen foreign-language dictionaries, six 
encyclopaedias, seven pounds of coffee, an Atlas and World Almanac” 
(101–102). It is possible that Eliot, too, would have been absolutely de-
lighted by the vision of a thrush-maddened English professor thumbing 
through disintegrating birding handbooks, looking for echoes of drip-
ping water. If we consider Eliot — as Eastman certainly does — another 
devotee of the “Cult of Unintelligibility” — we would need to assume 
that, rather than being confused about his birds, he wanted to confuse us, 
sending us on a “wild goose chase” after the deeper meanings of elusive 
references and details, a trivial pursuit of sorts that he later mockingly 
invoked, with some degree of coyness, in “The Frontiers of Criticism” 
(1956), where he also made fun of his own “remarkable exposition of 
bogus scholarship” (Eliot 1957: 121–22). Apropos those deeper mean-
ings: one might think here, too, of that other, later, deliberately mislead-
ing thrush in Eliot’s “Burnt Norton” (1935) and its famous exhortation 
to follow the echoes in the garden: “Quick, said the bird, find them, find 
them” (1969: 171).
There are, indeed, other components of Eliot’s poem that point to 
intentional obfuscation rather than faulty memory. The Waste Land is 
perhaps the only canonical modernist poem that offers a Latin trinomial 
as a species name in a footnote (not that there are too many poems with 
footnotes to begin with): “This is Turdus aonalaschkae pallasii.” It was 
such comments that annoyed fellow poet William Carlos Williams to 
no end: as Williams was struggling to find time to revolutionize Ameri-
can poetry while attending to the Polish mothers and screaming children 
that filled the waiting room of his pediatric practice in Rutherford, New 
Jersey, Eliot was reinventing himself as a scholar-poet. “Critically Eliot 
returned us to the classroom just at the moment when I felt that we were 
on the point of an escape to matters much closer to the essence of a new 
art form itself,” a miffed Williams complained (174).
But had he? Neither Williams nor Eastman (the latter a devotee of 
good jokes and the author of a highly regarded book on The Enjoyment 
of Laughter) were able to see the humor in Eliot’s explanatory notes to 
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The Waste Land. Eastman, for one, found them “entirely free from expla-
nation” (1931: 73). And so they were meant to be. Consider the dramat-
ic-sounding name Turdus aonalaschkae pallasii, which the founder of 
the American Ornithological Union, Elliott Coues, thought particularly 
“barbarous” (I: 254). It stems from the accident of the bird’s discovery 
by the German naturalist Gmelin, who had first described the species on 
the basis of a specimen found on Unalaska, the largest of the Aleutian 
Islands. Aonalaschkae is the locative form of the island’s Latin name, 
and it is thus that the species name still appears in the American Orni-
thological Union’s Checklist of 1873. The first formal description of the 
eastern hermit thrush came from Simon Pallas; hence the addition pal-
lasii. The current name for the hermit thrush, Catharus guttatus, dates 
from the 1970s, but other names would have been available to the bird-
loving Eliot in the late 1910s, had he bothered to check the handbooks, 
such as Hylocichla guttata pallasii, the new name for the hermit thrush 
as it appeared in the 1910 Checklist of the AOU. He must have liked 
the spectacular-sounding, exotic name he had found in Chapman — a 
name that, because of the unusual “sch” sound, makes its own kind of 
music, suggesting a liquidity of sound that the bird, in Eliot’s poem, is 
never allowed to display. I suspect that Eliot, whose early parody of the 
Columbian encounter, the “Columbo and Bolo verses,” shows his deep 
appreciation of graphically rendered bodily functions (Eliot 1996: 315–
21), also liked the slightly scatological overtones of the word Aonalasch-
kae, especially when pronounced rapidly and preferably by an American 
speaker. Eliot’s enjoyment of the name’s bawdy potential would have 
been enhanced by his knowledge that the hermit thrush belongs, like the 
nightingale, to the family of Turdidae. 
Whether or not Eliot was thinking of turds here I cannot say for sure, 
but it does seem safe to say now that his note is anything but “precisely 
accurate” (Ackerly 75). There can be little doubt that he was being in-
tentionally showy in parading his taxonomic knowledge,18 that he was 
engaging in what Transcendentalist poet Christopher Pearse Cranch, in 
his poem titled “Bird Language,” called “some ornithological joke,” per-
haps even an obscene one (Hollander I: 623–24). Just as the bobolinks 
in Cranch’s poem refuse to tell us what their sidesplitting laughter is all 
about, the “water-dripping song” of Eliot’s hermit thrush is, I believe, 
most interesting for what it declines to provide. Eliot’s thrush is not the 
Thrush-that-can but the Thrush-that-won’t. 
18 Lee Sterrenburg, personal communication, 15 June 2012.
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***
But Eliot’s ludic thrush marks a darker presence. The shadow lurking 
behind it is not Chapman or Seton or even nightingale-loving Keats, but 
Walt Whitman, whose threnody for the murdered Lincoln, “When Lilacs 
Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d” (1865–1866), had also, in the words of 
his friend John Burroughs, built a monument to the hermit thrush (46). 
The traces of Whitman’s thrush in The Waste Land have been noted by 
other critics, most extensively perhaps by James Edwin Miller (418-
19),19 but I am proposing a far more immediate connection than the iron-
ic echo he establishes. Before he included the hermit thrush in his poem, 
Whitman had done his ornithological homework. We know for certain 
that he consulted Burroughs (Loving 289), who then in turn went on to 
praise Whitman for his efforts in his essay on “Birds and Poets” (1877), 
which also extols, next to a host of other birds and bird-describers, the 
cicada so often mentioned by the Greek poets (was that where Eliot’s 
cicada in The Waste Land originated?).20 In Whitman’s Lincoln ode, the 
bird’s song, the “song of the bleeding throat,” is characterized as “pour-
ing” forth from the pines, “liquid and free and tender.” As its music floats 
beyond the treetops, “over the rising and sinking waves, over the myriad 
fields and the prairies wide,” the poet’s carol begins to float too, “loud in 
the pines and cedars dim.” The echo the song arouses in the poet’s soul 
compels him to accept death, both Lincoln’s and his own, as a thought 
and as a reality (277, 280, 282).
If Pound was “Whitman who has learned to wear a collar” (Pound 
116–17), Eliot, in The Waste Land, represented himself as Whitman hung 
up to dry. The “drip drop drip drop drop drop drop” is a conscious di-
minishment of the “bleeding” liquidity offered in Whitman’s poem. If 
the hermit thrush, in the literary and ornithological tradition, pours forth 
showers of song, in Eliot it dribbles like a leaky faucet until that sound 
stops, too. And as the poet refuses us even the reduced pleasures of “drip 
drop,” his academic alter ego intervenes to seal the deal, but only ap-
parently: by giving us a footnote that, since there’s nothing there, really 
annotates nothing at all and playfully draws our attention to its failure to 
do so. 
19 Miller also notes Eliot’s appreciation for “Lilacs” as expressed in his 1926 review of 
Emory Holloway’s Whitman (415–16).
20 See John Burroughs 13. For Whitman’s indebtedness to Burroughs’s observation on 
the hermit thrush, see Barrus xxiv, 24. 
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In Whitman’s poem, the hermit thrush is part of a fully secular-
ized trinity (along with the lilac bush and the evening star) that gives 
the speaker the ability to mourn Lincoln’s death as well as to confront 
his own mortality without any thought of transcendence. As the light 
darkens among the “ghostly pines,” the poet, flanked on one side by the 
thought of death and on the other by the knowledge of death, welcomes 
the finality of life as well as the prospect of his own ultimate annihilation 
— an oddly consoling thought that seems appropriate after the slaugh-
ter of the Civil War. Corpses have nothing to worry about, the speaker 
concludes, thinking of the twisted bones littering the battlefields: “they 
suffer’d not” (283). 
By contrast, Eliot, writing in the aftermath of yet another, more de-
vastating, international war, offers us a trinity that remains forever in-
complete, rejecting even that kind of consoling finality: “Who is the third 
who walks always beside you?” the poem goes on to ask, after the hermit 
thrush has been unmasked as another mirage (l. 359). In a world where 
hermit thrushes do not chant or call but drip and drop and then not even 
that, revelation of any kind is as uncertain as the prospect of rain which, 
after all that dryness, might or might not come. 
***
At the end of Eliot’s poem, the swallow has replaced both the nightingale 
and thrush. “Quando fiam uti chelidon — O swallow swallow” (l. 428). 
When shall I be like the swallow? wonders the speaker, borrowing the 
Latin words from a 4th century poem known as the Pervigilium veneris. 
One who literally became a swallow, at least if we believe Ovid, was 
Procne, wife of the rapist King Tereus. Enraged over her sister Philome-
la’s fate, she killed and cooked her son Itys and fed him to Tereus for din-
ner, escaping his fury by transforming herself into that bird. But there is 
no such escape for the anonymous poet of the Pervigilium. When will my 
springtime come, he asks plaintively, when will I find my voice again? 
The last lines of the poem are shrouded in silence (Owen 147). 
But Eliot’s swallow also reminds me of a very different poem, not 
cited here or anywhere, one in which the swallows do come to alleviate 
human suffering: Herman Melville’s “Shiloh: A Requiem,” written in 
1862, under the impact of one of the bloodiest battles of the American 
Civil War. Here flocks of swallows circle over the dead bodies of the 
soldiers, heaped in and around a small wooden church, a faint though 
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real sign that life is not quite over yet: “Skimming slightly, wheeling still 
/ The swallows fly low / Over the field in clouded days, / The forest-field 
of Shiloh — / Over the field where April rain / Solaced the parched ones 
stretched in pain” (122).21 I cannot prove that Eliot had read, or even 
known of, Melville’s collection Battle-Pieces (1866), but the parallels 
between the poems are too obvious to be just coincidental. Eliot’s friend 
Stephen Spender once said that The Waste Land ends with “gestures of 
resignation” (114), but perhaps the most abiding final image in the poem 
is that of someone who, “the arid plain” behind him, is fishing at the 
shore of a lake, hoping again, amidst all the thunderous noise of a col-
lapsing civilization, that there might be a drip or a drop of water left for 
him, something that he can, yes, swallow. After all that jug-jugging and 
drip-dropping, water (Melville’s “April rain”) still remains a promise. 
Max Eastman felt that life’s puzzle was enough and that literature did 
not need to add to it. For Eliot, the puzzle of his life and the puzzle of his 
poem were one and the same. At the end of his desperately humorous or 
humorously desperate poem, a poem that drips and drops, remembering 
his lost American childhood, he finds himself back on the shore of Lake 
Memphremagog, still (or once again) waiting for the thrush-that-can.
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